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PROLOGUE


IN THE 15TH CENTURY, when Richard Duke of York wanted to emphasize his claim to the English throne in opposition to King Henry VI, he took a new name for himself: Plantagenet. This resonant name, which referred to a 12th-century ancestor, became – with a little help from Shakespeare – the family name historians use for the monarchs that ruled England from Henry II (1154–1189) until the accession of the first Tudor king in 1485. On Bosworth Field the defeat of Richard III ended the line of Plantagenet kings, but this name remains the most evocative in medieval English history. The greatest exterminatrix in the Plantagenet ‘Wars of the Roses’, at least according to Shakespeare’s plays about Henry VI, was Margaret of Anjou, Queen of England, who not only led troops against her rivals but also murdered Richard Plantagenet with her own hands.


Far away from the civil war in England, Margaret’s father, King René of Anjou, presided over one of the most sophisticated courts in Europe. Through genealogy and good fortune, René had become Duke of Anjou, Lorraine and Bar, Count of Provence and titular King of Sicily, Jerusalem and Aragon, and despite military reversals and a chronic lack of funds he had established peerless intellectual and cultural credentials. René held pageants and classically inspired processions in Naples and Lorraine, corresponded with the humanists credited with initiating the Renaissance, wrote (and possibly illustrated) chivalric romances and treatises that are amongst the most sumptuous manuscripts of the 15th century, and founded a chivalric order dedicated to dressing up and telling fabulous stories. Nothing could seem further from the vicious battles of the Wars of the Roses than René’s choreographed jousts and his obsession with elaborate costumes. The Plantagenets, who included some of the most effective kings in English history and were now locked in a desperate struggle for supremacy in England, seem to have little in common with the rulers of Anjou – the Angevins – like King René, who amused themselves with literature and learned displays of chivalry.


Yet the Plantagenets were Angevins. King René and Queen Margaret united two Angevin lines, one of which ruled England as the Plantagenets, and another that between the 12th and 15th centuries at one time or another ruled Anjou, Lorraine, Bar, Provence, Catalonia, Piedmont, Florence, Rome, Naples, Sicily, Albania, Greece, Hungary, Croatia, Poland and Jerusalem. Their line included conquerors, saints, philosopher kings, reigning queens, usurpers, reformers and patrons of the greatest art of the Middle Ages.


This is the Angevin story. It encompasses all the major events of European history from the 9th to the 15th centuries, and demonstrates the international sweep and cultural dynamism of Europe’s most compelling dynasty.









GENEALOGIES


The Counts of Anjou / Plantagenets
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The Angevins of Naples (simplified)
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The Angevins of Naples, Hungary and Poland (simplified)
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The ‘Second House’ of Anjou
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INTRODUCTION


DIGESTING THE COMPLETE HISTORY of medieval Europe from 900 to 1500 in one volume is perhaps not appealing to everyone, but that is not the purpose here. This book will focus narrowly on the international and cultural connections of the Angevins, albeit over a long period and an extraordinary geographical range, and how they interacted with each other and the other ruling houses of Europe.


It is important to set the parameters of the story first, and that will involve a blizzard of dates, names and places, but we can then move on as quickly as possible. Firstly, Anjou. This was the French province centred on the Loire between Tours and Nantes with its capital at Angers, today probably best known for being the westernmost edge of the great parade of chateaux along the Loire, with Saumur perhaps being its most famous. Anjou corresponds roughly to the current, confusingly named, département of Maine et Loire – confusing since Maine is another historic province with its capital at Le Mans, a region just north of Anjou that would be taken by the Angevins. For reasons best known to the French authorities, historic Maine forms the current départements of Sarthe and Mayenne. Three historic provinces critical to early Angevin history – Anjou, Maine and Blois – have names referring to their pre-Roman tribal history, giving people from them these designations: Angevins from Anjou, Cenomannians from Maine and Blésois from Blois.


There were three Angevin dynasties in the period 900–1500: the original dynasty founded in the 9th century, which ultimately became kings of Jerusalem, took control of England and lost Anjou in 1204, after which historians refer to them as Plantagenets; next, Charles of Anjou and his descendants who in the 13th and 14th centuries became kings of Sicily, Jerusalem, Hungary and Poland; and finally the ‘Second House of Anjou’, which was founded by Louis I when he received Anjou in 1350 and essentially ended with King René who died in 1480, after which Anjou reverted to the French Crown.


The initial Angevin line, who were first called counts, began in the 9th and 10th centuries with near-legendary figures like Ingelgarius, Fulk the Red and Fulk the Good, who, although we know they existed, largely figure in fanciful tales. In this period, Anjou was a dynamic county that was one of the main political units in what would become France. After the anarchy of the later 9th century, Viking raiders had settled down to create the ‘land of the Northmen’ – Normandy – and established what became the most acquisitive and successful power of the 11th and early 12th centuries, while the French kings became so imbecilic that their throne was usurped by a new line that ruled a tiny province centred on Paris. Anjou too emerged as a compact and well governed territory ruled by a series of colourful, ruthless and successful leaders who would ultimately become kings themselves.


Angevin history leaps into focus in 987 with Fulk Nerra, a well-documented figure of European significance because of his multiple pilgrimages to Jerusalem, his pioneering construction of castles and his annexation of territory that would become a permanent part of Anjou. Fulk Nerra’s successors in the mid- and late 11th century, Geoffrey Martel and Fulk Réchin, had the misfortune to have as a neighbour Duke William the Bastard of Normandy who would become King William the Conqueror of England, and both were repeatedly bested by the Normans.


Anjou itself seemed to be in peril by the end of Fulk Réchin’s reign, but it was from this nadir that Angevin fortunes had an astonishing reversal. Fulk Réchin’s son, Fulk V, arranged not one but two historic marriages: his son Geoffrey, the first to adopt the nickname ‘Plantagenet’, married Matilda, heiress to the English throne, and Fulk himself married Melisende, heiress to the kingdom of Jerusalem that had been established by the First Crusade. The kingdom of Jerusalem was an embattled Christian outpost that needed both clear succession rules and a king to lead the army, so it accepted female succession but gave full royal recognition to the queen’s husband, and Fulk became king of Jerusalem. Geoffrey Plantagenet and Matilda had to fight for Normandy and England, and although Matilda’s cousin Stephen of Blois usurped the English throne and held it for nearly twenty years, ultimately in 1154 Matilda and Geoffrey’s son succeeded as Henry II King of England, Duke of Normandy and Count of Anjou. Moreover, he married Eleanor of Aquitaine, heiress to most of southwestern France, and together they ruled an ‘Angevin Empire’ that stretched from Scotland to the Pyrenees.


This initiated an Angevin dynasty in England that provided three of the most famous (or in one case, notorious) names in English history: Henry II, Richard the Lionheart and King John. These kings presided over developments that still shape the modern world, and this was a direct result of the methods needed to rule an enormous empire. Although they did move around their domains constantly, they could not possibly visit everywhere frequently, and so were forced to use written documents to send their authority impersonally throughout their dominions, initiating, for better or worse, much of the bureaucracy that is still with us. This also necessitated a more permanent household establishment, and London emerged as the capital of England with its administrative centre at Westminster.


In Jerusalem, the Angevin dynasty ended when the leper king Baldwin IV died without heirs and his sister’s husband became the new king, only to lose the kingdom to the great Muslim hero Saladin in 1187. The Crusades continued, most notably for our purposes with the Third Crusade of Richard the Lionheart, but they evolved from religiously motivated wars against Muslims to religiously sanctioned wars against a variety of people – other Christians, such as heretics and political opponents, as well as Muslims and Turks. Most notoriously, in 1204 the Fourth Crusade was diverted to conquer the Christian city of Constantinople and established a Latin Empire there, and the popes began to use Crusades as a routine means of attacking their political enemies.


From the peak of the Angevin Empire, the Angevins nearly lost everything. Richard’s successor, King John, lost Normandy and Anjou to the French king, and the English royal line after John is called ‘Plantagenet’ to distinguish it from subsequent rulers of Anjou. John’s loss of his Empire initiated a complex series of responses. The formalization of royal authority begun by Henry II easily slipped into despotism, and this, joined to the need for vast sums of money to defend the Angevin Empire plus King John’s inflexible character, culminated in 1215 with revolt and the drafting of Magna Carta, the first document formally curbing royal power, and establishing the principles of limited government and the ultimate responsibility of the king to his subjects. Magna Carta was a consequence of first Richard’s, then John’s, rapacious behaviour in England to raise sufficient funds to defend the Angevin Empire, and then to attempt to recapture it when it had been lost. The total failure of these schemes despite their vast expense stimulated the barons of England to rise up and demand that the king respect their wishes, the first step on the road to English constitutional monarchy and democracy.


In the 13th century the political entities and struggles that would define Europe for centuries become more clearly defined. France, England, the Holy Roman Empire, Aragon and the papacy came into direct competition, and the focal point of this struggle was Charles of Anjou. Charles was the younger brother of the French king – and future saint – Louis IX, although France and England were so intertwined that Charles was also the great-grandson of Henry II and Eleanor of Aquitaine. Although he had gained Provence by marriage and been given Anjou by Louis, Charles became involved in the great Crusade of the papacy against its enemies in Italy, and at the pope’s request he conquered southern Italy and Sicily in 1266.


Charles, more than almost any other medieval figure, had a conscious plan of empire building. He extended his rule over Albania and Greece, and gained the throne of Jerusalem – now an empty title, as the Christians held only one last outpost in the Holy Land – and an interest in the Latin Empire of Constantinople, and prepared for an invasion of the eastern Mediterranean. His great ambition collapsed in 1282 with the revolt known as the Sicilian Vespers, when the people of Sicily, supported by Aragon, rose up against the Angevins. Sicily fell to Aragon, the new great power of the Mediterranean, and the Angevin kingdom of Naples was confined to southern Italy, now ruled by Charles’s son, Charles II.


Angevin Naples initially prospered. Charles II’s eldest surviving son Louis was a Franciscan who renounced his inheritance and was so renowned for piety in his lifetime that he was recognized as a saint, leaving the next son, Robert, to become king of Naples. Robert ‘the Wise’ embodied all the qualities of the philosopher king, composing numerous sermons in Latin, publicly examining the poet and humanist Petrarch on his classical learning before proclaiming him the first poet laureate since Roman times, and patronizing two towering artists of the 14th century, Giotto and Simone Martine.


Naples in the 14th century was the greatest metropolis of medieval Europe excepting only Paris, and is brought to vivid life by Giovanni Boccaccio in the Decameron, whose stories describe in detail the rise of the merchant and banking class at the expense of the old feudal order, prefiguring the course of modern economic and political history. However, the 14th century was also a time of disasters: the reason the narrators in the Decameron were staying at an estate in the country and telling stories to pass the time was that they had fled Florence to escape the Black Death, which killed a third of Europe’s population between 1348 and 1351.


The Golden Age under Robert the Wise proved short-lived. Charles II had married a Hungarian princess, and the throne of Hungary passed to the Angevins through Charles II’s grandson Carobert, who considered Robert a usurper. Robert’s granddaughter, Johanna I, married her Hungarian cousin Andrew to heal the breach, but despite – or because of – the fact that they had grown up together, the couple disliked each other, and this, added to Hungarian annoyance that Johanna would inherit the throne in her own right and Andrew would not be king, meant the marriage was termed a disaster. Or so it seemed, until a true disaster struck: Andrew was murdered and Johanna was widely blamed for the crime. Andrew’s brother, King Louis the Great of Hungary, invaded Italy and Johanna fled to Avignon, where she appeared before the pope in an attempt to clear her name. She succeeded, but the rest of her reign was blighted by further unhappy marriages and Hungarian invasions, until finally she was captured by a rival, deposed and murdered.


The Hungarian Angevins can only appear as villains in Naples, yet in Hungarian history the 14th century under Angevin rule is also considered a golden age. The warrior king Louis the Great used literal mountains of gold to make Hungary a major European power and extended his dominion (intermittently) over Naples, as well as inheriting the throne of Poland. Yet like his ancestor Henry II of England, Louis also presided over profound political, economic, social and cultural developments that transformed Hungarian society. His two daughters had the distinction of becoming kings (not queens, an interesting response to the issue of female succession) in their own right – Maria became king of Hungary and Hedwig/Jadwiga became king of Poland – and it is no exaggeration to talk of yet another Angevin ‘empire’ for a short time in central Europe.


The Black Death was not the only crisis of the 14th century. The involvement of the papacy in decades of Italian wars and its complete identification with Angevin political goals, plus extensive use of the Crusade for these political ends, changed the nature of the papacy and led to more than a century and a half of disruption. This included the residence of the popes in Avignon rather than Rome for nearly seventy years, and then the Western Great Schism, when rival popes reigned in Avignon and Rome, which was only resolved in 1415.


In the 14th century the long conflict between France and England also resumed, this time in the spectacular form of the Hundred Years War. In addition to the remnant of the Angevin Empire they retained in Gascony and their old claims to Normandy, Anjou and Aquitaine, the Plantagenets of England now had a claim to the throne of France, and after a series of spectacular victories they nearly made it good. France was crippled first by a dynastic crisis and change of the ruling line, and then by the madness of King Charles VI.


Still Anjou produced one more dynasty, of warrior dukes who fought in the Hundred Years War and tried to claim Naples. Louis I of Anjou fought at the Battle of Poitiers, served as a hostage in England and then invaded Italy as the adopted heir of Queen Johanna. Louis died on this expedition, but his son Louis II also claimed Naples, fighting against the final branch of the Neapolitan Angevin dynasty represented by King Ladislas and Queen Johanna II. Louis II’s wife, Yolanda of Aragon, became a pivotal figure in the Hundred Years War, raising the future king Charles VII and proving a key supporter of Joan of Arc when she turned the tide against the English. This ‘Second House’ of Anjou made good their claim to Provence, which they would retain for most of the 15th century, as well as intermittently ruling Naples.


Their line culminated with King René of Anjou, himself a figure of European significance through his participation in the Hundred Years War, cultural achievements in literature, art, and chivalric display and most importantly through the geographic scope of his territorial claims. René became Duke of Bar through his mother and Duke of Lorraine in right of his first wife Isabelle of Lorraine even before he became Duke of Anjou, a title he inherited when his older brother died. René then continued the family claim to the throne of Naples, and although he was ultimately unsuccessful, he used the titles King of Sicily and Jerusalem for the rest of his life. Perhaps most importantly, René was also Count of Provence, and it was in Provence that he would spend his final years in calculatedly rustic simplicity, where he and his second wife Jeanne de Laval are still remembered fondly.


René also continued to accumulate titles and claimed the throne of Aragon, a claim his son nearly made good when he captured Barcelona. René’s grandson René II was pivotal in the destruction of the duchy of Burgundy as an independent entity and allowing it to be absorbed by France, indirectly strengthening the nation that would also absorb the Angevin dominions.


King René’s connection to the French royal family and his otherwise empty titles gave him the cachet to marry his daughter Margaret to King Henry VI of England and France, reuniting the Plantagenet and Angevin lines. Margaret’s forceful character and struggles in the Wars of the Roses are well documented both in fiction and fact, and form a powerful narrative in 15th-century English history. Her ultimately tragic end forms part of the final failure of the Plantagenets and Angevins in their royal ambitions.


Although René’s descendants through his daughter Yolande of Bar did endure as French nobility, the death of his sons meant that his possessions were taken by the French crown. At the same time, the overthrow of the Plantagenets by the Tudors in England meant that all the Angevin lines had failed as independent political entities, bringing their extraordinary story to a close.









CHAPTER 1 – THE ORIGINS OF ANJOU


THE CITY THAT BECAME Angers had its origins in the important Roman city of Juliomagus in the province of Gaul, roughly modern France. The inhabitants of the area had been called the Andegavensi, and this older name superseded Juliomagus to give the city and the territory along the lower course of the river Loire the names they keep today, Angers and Anjou.1 The Roman legacy underpins everything in medieval Europe, since the European provinces of Rome retained a linguistic and cultural affinity that endured throughout the medieval period and beyond. The history we will be examining springs from Roman cities such as Angers, Tours, Poitiers and Le Mans, which retained many characteristics from their Roman origin, and which do not have parallels in England. It was a more organized, urban society than England that produced the Angevins.2


In the tumult after the collapse of the Roman Empire and the migration of new peoples to every corner of Europe, Roman institutions and terminology endured as the only way to articulate concepts of government and authority. The Latin words for the Emperor’s deputies such as dux, comites and vicecomes stayed in use and became ‘duke’, ‘count’ and ‘viscount’, though with different meanings in a post-imperial age. When in the 8th century a Germanic ruler was successful enough to unite France, Germany and Italy into a very loose but nevertheless real polity, inevitably the conceptual framework and language used to describe him derived from the Roman Empire. This was true in the most literal way when on Christmas Day 800 the king of the Franks and conqueror of the Lombards, Visigoths, Magyars and Huns, known in his own lifetime as ‘Charles the Great’, was crowned in Rome by the pope as the new Roman Emperor. We know him by the Latinized form ‘Charlemagne’ and call his empire the ‘Holy Roman Empire’ to distinguish it from the classical Roman Empire. Charlemagne was able to pass his empire intact to his son Louis the Pious, but by the next generation it had splintered into three pieces, and it is here that we must look for the earliest history of Anjou.


The political system that emerged from the 9th century was focused on the office of the ‘count’. This had a particular definition in the kingdom of the Franks, which included Anjou and would become France. The count held an ‘honour’ – a word still used at the end of the 11th century by the contemporary Angevin count, Fulk Réchin, to describe his inheritance – which was a portion of land providing him with revenues through tolls and taxes to perform his many duties, including defending his county, administering justice to those who lived there and responding to the ban or general military summons of the king if he was needed. He swore an oath of loyalty to the king, and despite all the vicissitudes of the French monarchy over the centuries, this idea that the French king had authority over all the lands in what we think of as France, even when they were ruled by another king, never faded away entirely.


In the 9th century, kings still attempted to maintain a centralized authority and the counts were visited by royal inspectors, but this broke down by the end of the century. More importantly, possession of an honour, which had been considered a personal grant by the king, was by the end of the century hereditary, and the great provincial dynasties rose from these honours. The king did seek to exercise some control by granting immunities to comital authority to various bishops and abbeys, and regional counts did still attend the king’s court, but for most purposes the counts were independent.3


The period from the death of Charlemagne (in 814) until the 11th century was a time of warring states in which territories nominally subordinate to the king or emperor struggled constantly to defend their borders, increase their territory and resist attempts to enforce any kind of suzerainty over them. In this period, there was no king of ‘France’, only a ‘king of the Franks’ who directly ruled a tiny area, and political units such as Flanders, Normandy, Brittany, Maine, Anjou, Blois, Champagne, Aquitaine, Toulouse, Provence and Burgundy were of almost equal importance. The history of this period reads as an endless succession of raids, sieges and the occasional battle interspersed with peace treaties and, more importantly, marriage alliances.


This period was formerly known as the ‘Dark Ages’, a term coined in the 14th century by Francesco Petrarch to compare the enlightened age in which he lived with the primitive period between the fall of Rome and his own time (we shall meet Petrarch again when his ideas about Angevin Naples were expressed in similarly vivid terms). Although we have limited information about what was happening in this period, it did see several important technological developments that would have a profound effect on European history. These included agricultural innovations such as the horse collar, which allowed the use of heavier ploughs to turn the heavy soil of regions like northern France and bring more land under cultivation. This supported a larger population with greater prosperity, and contributed to the formation of population centres for the tiny minority of elites to fight over, in turn promoting more centralized government.4


There were also military innovations in this period that had significant social consequences for our story. In the 9th century, local rulers covered northern France with small fortified wooden or stone houses, and the ‘castellans’ who controlled them used these castles as bases to dominate the surrounding territory.5 For centuries to follow, castles assumed a dominant position in warfare that was not lost until the 16th century. The castle is the iconic building of the Middle Ages, more so even than the cathedral, and medieval warfare consisted largely of campaigns to take castles and pillaging raids around them.


These technological innovations were matched by a corresponding social innovation with an equally profound legacy: the feudal system. At its most basic, feudalism began as a means by which a leader gave land to a follower in return for military service. This began in the lawless period of Viking invasions when local leaders were given land to finance the defence of their territory. The fact that they now built castles, which needed to be manned and defended, gradually led to the existence of a military class whose primary role was to fight, and thus began a fully realized social structure that provided the framework for medieval Europe until the 15th century.


Perhaps the most important fact about feudalism, and one that may not be readily apparent, is that it was always a reciprocal obligation: the lord had obligations to his vassal as well as the other way round. We may want to assume that one person performing homage to another and becoming a vassal always indicated a subordinate role and by implication a dependent position, but the true situation allowed more ambiguity. For example, a lord’s acceptance of his vassal’s homage for a fief also indicated his acceptance of the vassal’s rights to the fief, and precluded his interfering with its governance except in specific circumstances. Almost all the land that makes up modern France was nominally held from the French king, but the unruly counts of Blois, Anjou, and Flanders, not to mention the more powerful dukes of Normandy, Aquitaine and Brittany, basically ruled their lands as independent territories. They were perfectly willing to involve the king in their constant struggles with each other if they felt it gave an advantage, but they seldom did his bidding in any way and the king could only intervene through military force. These subtleties of feudal law would become decisive in 200 years when the Angevins’ complicated feudal relationships shaped the destiny of their empire.


The final technological development to concern us was the technique of a horseman delivering a charge with a fixed lance, exponentially increasing the force of the blow. The programme of training required to learn this technique, with its concomitant developments in horse breeding and military hardware, led to an entirely new kind of warrior, the knight. The technique of charging with a couched lance had a spectacular beginning in the 11th century when the Normans used this innovation to achieve their amazing success in England, Italy and the Holy Land. Its effectiveness was recognized at the time. Anna Comnena, daughter of the Byzantine Emperor Alexius Comnenus (who was first bested by the Normans only to become their uneasy ally on the First Crusade), wrote in her history of Alexius’s reign that the force of a Norman cavalry charge could ‘make a hole in the walls of Babylon’ (although this is often quoted, usually the rest of the sentence is omitted: ‘For a Frank on horseback is invincible, and would even make a hole in the walls of Babylon, but directly he gets off his horse, anyone who likes can make sport of him’).6


Old ethnic divisions remained from the time of the barbarian invasions after the fall of the Roman Empire, and Brittany, Aquitaine and Burgundy retained a distinct cultural identity, as did the two ‘Frankish’ kingdoms of Austrasia and Neustria. The term France (Francia) was in use by the 10th century, usually to mean the land between the Loire and Lorraine (then known as Lotharingia, the German portion of Charlemagne’s former empire), or sometimes in a more restricted sense to mean the land between the Seine and Lorraine, the area actually ruled by the French king until the 13th century.7 Yet the seeds of what we think of as France were already planted, since despite a lack of ethnic identity some sense of political cohesion remained from the wreckage of Charlemagne’s empire. In the 10th and 11th centuries, regional lords recognized that they had political obligations to the king of the Franks, and this would ultimately lead to the unification of almost the entire region into a single entity by the end of the 15th century.


In the charters of the mid-10th century the king was initially called simply rex, but by the end of the century he took the title rex Francorum or king of the Franks. This change exhibits the tension between two ideas: on the one hand, the king acknowledged that he only ruled the lands of the Franks (between the Loire and Lotharingia), but on the other, and more importantly, that he did in fact rule all the Franks.8 There would be no king of ‘France’ until 1254, when the concept arose that the king ruled an abstract political entity rather than a people.9


Thus in the 9th century the two great powers of Western Europe were the Emperor and the king of the Franks, a situation that continued until the 11th century when the Norman kings of England became a third great power. The Normans had their origins in the Viking raids, one of the great migrations of peoples that characterized the end of the Roman Empire and the early Middle Ages. Beginning in the 9th century, the Vikings devastated the British Isles and large portions of northern France, and ultimately founded an independent kingdom in England, a substantial colony in Ireland, and most importantly for our purposes, a permanent settlement in France. They gave their name, ‘Northmen’ or ‘Normans’, to the land where they settled, Normandy. Their annexation of this territory was formally recognized by the king of the Franks in 911, and their leader given the title of duke. With such an aggressive new enemy permanently established nearby, the count responsible for the vast area around Angers, Tours and Blois could no longer spare any attention for his lands bordering Brittany and delegated his authority to vice-counts or ‘viscounts’. This is the origin of the dynasties of Blois and Anjou.


Although we do know something about this early period from ecclesiastical records, charters and a few chronicles, only in the 11th and 12th centuries did anyone attempt to write a history of the region. With the benefit of hindsight, these historians could focus on the regions and figures that would become important and add an extra dash of legend, prophecy and moralizing to highlight key figures. Unsurprisingly, the Angevins, who achieved two crowns in the 12th century, attracted chroniclers eager to show the origins of this great family. What distinguishes the Angevins is the variety of their intriguing ancestors, who inspired richly inventive stories.


Jean of Marmoutier’s Chronica de Gestis Consulum Andegavorum (Chronicle of the Deeds of the Counts of Anjou) gives us a very detailed and frequently imaginary account of the early Angevins.10 Chroniclers at the monastery of Marmoutier had recorded genealogies and short biographies of the Angevin counts over the centuries, and we know the names of Abbot Odo and Fulk V’s chaplain, Thomas of Loches, as early authors, but it was the monk Jean who gathered all the previous material and created a new version between 1164 and 1173. It is not coincidental that someone should choose these years, the height of Henry II’s power as king of England and ruler of an empire that stretched from Scotland to the Pyrenees, to produce a flattering account of Henry’s ancestors, so in addition to the caution that should be applied to trusting an author writing a century or more after the events he describes, we must also consider Jean’s natural wish to please the most powerful ruler in Europe. Jean completed his work by producing an even more glowing biography of Henry’s father Geoffrey Plantagenet, which we will return to below.


In the 12th century, no less than at the time of Charlemagne, an upstart family in possession of political power must be in want of a pedigree, and this pedigree must inevitably come from Rome. The Deeds of the Counts of Anjou (or the Gesta, as it is usually known) created an ancestor for them, a forester called Tortulf, though immediately the chronicler takes pains to explain that his name was actually Torquatius as he was descended from a Roman family, and he was called Tortulfus by the Bretons, who were ignorant of the proper use of the old Roman name. He tells us that Tortulf was appointed forester by Charles the Bald, Charlemagne’s grandson and the last effective ruler of Francia in the 9th century, in the same year he expelled the Normans from Anjou and from his whole realm. Indeed, throughout the early sections of the Gesta the principal enemies haunting the borders of the French king are the Normans.


Jean is correct here, because the Normans, terrifying pagan invaders who caused untold devastation, were the principal enemy of the Frankish lands throughout the 9th century. Yet we must not forget that the Gesta was written in the mid-12th century when these same Normans, now Christians, had conquered England with the pope’s blessing and established a powerful monarchy that the Angevins had taken through inheritance and battle. These references to the early Norman pillagers can be read in two ways. Certainly the Normans and Angevins had no love for each other: the Normans were the greatest Angevin enemy, even more so than the Bretons or the Blésois (the rulers of Blois), and the Normans were the only enemy the Angevins didn’t defeat outright. It would not be surprising if an Angevin chronicler chose to emphasize the unsavoury past of the Normans. Yet Henry II was the son of an Angevin father and a Norman mother, as his mother Matilda was daughter of Henry I and granddaughter of William the Conqueror. Henry II completely assimilated the Norman identity when he took the English throne, a sensible decision since the realm he ruled was emphatically Anglo-Norman, and Anjou formed only a small part of his domains.


This then gives us another reading of the Gesta: the wild savagery and invincibility attributed to the Normans is a compliment to Henry II’s descent and the strength of the people he ruled. There might have been more need to flatter the Normans at this time than any other, when we consider that Normandy had been conquered by Geoffrey Plantagenet and the Anglo-Norman kingdom had fallen to the Angevins. Normandy’s independent history was nearly finished, and by the 13th-century chroniclers found it necessary to make excuses for the Normans’ lack of military ability.


The intertwining of Angevins and Normans lay several centuries in the future, so let us return to the very beginning of the Angevin line and Tortulf. The chronicler tells us that Tortulf received a grant of land on the border with Brittany, which could be based on fact, since the aggression of the Bretons in the 9th century led to the creation of a defensive military district based on Angers that was assigned to Robert the Strong (ancestor of the Capetian kings, the future allies, then rivals, of the Angevins), and if there was a Tortulf he may have been Robert’s vassal.


The Gesta names Tortulf’s son as Ingelgarius, and here we are on firmer ground since there is evidence that this person did exist. The Angevins themselves, in the form of Fulk Réchin when he chronicled his family in the late 11th century11, began the Angevin line with Ingelgarius and said he became the first count of the Angevins in the 9th century, though this seems to anticipate matters. We might think this is direct evidence that Tortulf didn’t exist, as Fulk Réchin would certainly have known about him, but in fact Fulk stated that he was listing all the previous Angevin counts, not all his ancestors.12 We know almost nothing about Ingelgarius and what the Gesta says seems designed to weave him into the subsequent Angevin story rather than a true account. Yet what the Gesta tells us is instructive: he is said to have distinguished himself fighting the Normans when they attacked Tours. Two key themes of later Angevin history thus come into play: the importance of the city of Tours, and rivalry with the Normans. Typically the Gesta embellishes the story, and reports that Ingelgarius performed his heroic deeds against the Normans to gain the favour of the widow of the lord of Chateau-Landon, though this seems more an intrusion of 12th-century chivalric romance than anything genuine. Whatever reward Ingelgarius may have received from the widow, the Gesta also tells us that his deeds at Tours were rewarded by the archbishop, who allowed Ingelgarius to marry his niece Adelais and granted him the castle of Amboise.


Although historians have tended not to believe a word of what the Gesta says on this subject, the stories are quite important since they delineate from the beginning what will be the most important Angevin concerns for centuries. From the earliest times the Angevins were defined by their territorial expansion. Ingelgarius was given the eastern half of Anjou by the Bishop of Angers and charged with protecting it from the Normans, but he began to look elsewhere. In fact, it is remarkable how seldom Angers appears in the early stories, and this is telling because it shows just how secure the counts were in their capital. Although the old Roman citadel of Angers was the source of the early Angevins’ authority, and it was the strength of this base that helps account for their increasing power elsewhere from 920–96013, we only hear about it when something of significance – which is almost always to say something bad – happens, and that is only rarely. This allowed the counts to turn their attention elsewhere.


This was particularly marked by their desire to acquire Tours. Tours was the metropolis of central France and the site of the shrine of St Martin – the Roman soldier from Pannonia (modern Hungary) who was the founder saint of French Christianity – as well as the seat of Gregory of Tours who wrote the first history of the Franks. Tours was also a vital trading centre and should have become a focus for regional power, which in fact it did, but not for its own region: the religious prestige and financial importance of St Martin’s city were harnessed first by the counts of Blois and then the counts of Anjou. Angers too was a prosperous and important city, but Tours was the key to the region, and it was the domination of Tours that gave the Angevin counts the edge in their struggles with their adversaries.


Fulk the Red: the First Angevin Count


These hazy speculations about the origins of the Angevins end with Ingelgarius though, because with his son Fulk the Red the Angevins burst into the verifiable historical record, and in what would become their characteristic name and colour (red hair being a mark of the Angevins for centuries). Fulk the Red appears as a signatory to a charter of 886, and by 898 he was named in another charter as the vicomte of Anjou, though he may not have received the title until a decade or two later. He also refers to himself as the ‘son of Ingelgarius’, verifying his father’s name. By 920 or 930 he styled himself Fulk Count of the Angevins, and is thus indisputably the first Angevin count.14


Calling Fulk ‘Count of Anjou’ would be anachronistic: only in the reign of Geoffrey Martel (1040–1060) do we see that title.15 As noted above, there was no King of England, only a king of the English, and the same for the King of the Franks (they weren’t even ‘French’ at this point), the Duke of the Normans and the Count of the Angevins. There was a concept of places called ‘Francia’, ‘England’ and ‘Normandy’, but not until later was the ruler seen to rule the land, rather than the people who lived in it. This idea seems to have started from the bottom up, and there were counts of Anjou and dukes of Normandy in the 11th century, but only in the 13th century do we see the shift in perception that the kings of England and France ruled an intangible but real country, rather than being the leader of a particular people. This has enormous philosophical implications as it creates the idea of a country that must be defended and which has borders that become defined, rather than the more flexible of idea of territory that we see in the 11th century.


Fulk the Red was the lay abbot of St Aubin in Angers and treasurer of the abbey of St Martin of Tours, providing a religious and financial dimension to his authority that was a key part of the Angevins’ rise from viscount to count. Fulk formalized the Angevin domination of Tours by adding the title Viscount of Tours to his religious position in St Martin’s church no later than 898, which meant he took military responsibility for defending the city.16 In accepted practice, Fulk also used the revenue of St Martin of Tours to reward his supporters and extend his power.


Compared to Tortulf or Ingelgarius we are in a different realm with Fulk the Red, and although we know little enough about him, what is important is that Fulk’s identity is verified in written charters. As well as confirming Ingelgarius’s name he tells us the name of his wife, Roscilla, and his sons Guy, Ingelgarius and Fulk ‘the Good’, who became the next count of the Angevins. Continuing the chain of associations that began with Ingelgarius and the castle of Amboise, the Gesta tells us that Fulk the Red obtained castles as his wife’s dowry, most notably the castle of Loches. Although rebuilt by Fulk the Red’s great-grandson around 1000, this is still one of the oldest castles in Europe, retaining parts of its 11th-century form even now, and one which will become indelibly associated with the Angevins. This association of the Angevins with castles will become one of their hallmarks, and in another century the Angevins would transform castles into the lynchpin of medieval warfare.


The mere existence of written charters involving Fulk the Red is instructive. The Angevin counts, like others in the 10th century, were beginning to arrogate powers to themselves that once had been claimed only by kings. They issued these charters using the monks of St Aubin in Angers as scribes, and the language in these charters is informative as well, as the counts refer to their rights and their treasury, demonstrating that they no longer believe these things are in any way held from the king, though they still owe him allegiance.17 However, despite these connections with important ecclesiastical and civic authorities, the Angevins in the 10th century were overshadowed by their rivals in Normandy and Blois until the time of Fulk the Red’s son, Fulk the Good.


Fulk the Good: ‘an illiterate king is a crowned ass’


Given the later sinister and overtly diabolical qualities that were ascribed to the Angevins, it may seem surprising that the saintly Fulk the Good (941–960) appears among their ancestors, though a cynic would point out that 12th-century chroniclers attempting to compensate for the reputation of contemporary Angevins shrewdly invented him. Fulk was said to have dressed as a cleric and preferred sitting with the canons at Tours to presiding over his court. His devotion to quiet study and reading attracted the derision of King Louis IV, who mocked him, but Fulk responded tartly with the first memorable Angevin quote, ‘An illiterate king is a crowned ass.’18


Although most of the stories about Fulk the Good come from a version of the Gesta prepared 200 years after the event by Geoffrey Plantagenet’s chaplain Breton d’Amboise, who copied them from the Miracles of St Martin of Tours, the quote was certainly well known to contemporaries and firmly associated with the Angevins. William of Malmesbury, writing before 1129, reports that the youthful King Henry I of England, who was said to be the best educated of his family, frequently cited it to his father William the Conqueror19 (with what consequences one can only imagine – perhaps it isn’t a coincidence that Henry received no territory when his father died).


This quote also highlights a tension that remained throughout the Middle Ages, about what made a good ruler. Was it appropriate for a king (or count) to devote himself to study and sit in a cloister like a monk? Wasn’t a king supposed to be a warrior and defend his people? This would frequently be the reason that women were excluded from the throne, as it was believed they couldn’t lead armies, and if a king were more interested in books than battle, what use was he? The best example of this tension came 400 years later in relation to the Angevin King Robert the Wise of Naples, a direct descendant of Fulk the Good. Robert produced a vast quantity of sermons and two theological treatises, had the most impressive royal library in Europe and was chosen by the poet Petrarch to examine him publicly to ensure he warranted being crowned as the first poet laureate since Roman times. Critics, including most harshly Dante, mocked Robert for his learning and piety. The situation was almost too neatly summed up, since Robert’s elder brother Louis had renounced the throne to become a Franciscan (and was later canonized), whereas Robert became king but chose to give sermons. As Dante said, ‘But you wrench to a religious order him born to gird a sword’ and ‘You make a king of one that is fit for sermons’.20


For Fulk the Good, as with Robert, the only thing that matters is how successful a ruler he was, and Fulk was successful in forming an alliance with Theobald of Blois against Brittany. This reversal of traditional Angevin enmity towards Blois gave Fulk a free hand to dominate the important city of Nantes, where he ruthlessly eliminated his rivals in a fashion seemingly at odds with his saintly persona.


So how then did the legend of Fulk ‘the Good’ arise? We don’t know if Fulk really did wear a clerical habit and sit with the canons of the cathedral, and he may or may not have felt that an illiterate king was a crowned ass, but one modern historian of the Angevins believes that what defined Fulk was his resolution of the Angevins’ historical strife with Blois. This was sufficient to seal Fulk’s reputation as a peacemaker and earn him the sobriquet of ‘the Good’, and Jean of Marmoutier exercised his creative talents to provide anecdotes emphasizing this quality. Another factor may have been Fulk’s progeny, since his second son Guy became bishop of Le Puy in 975 (though only through military intervention), and Drogo, his youngest and favourite son, was highly educated in the liberal arts and succeeded his brother as bishop, perhaps retrospectively bestowing a reputation for saintliness and learning on his father. This reputation – for learning at least, though the saintliness swiftly disappeared – would remain with the Angevins throughout the 12th century. Yet in one of his charters Fulk’s son mentioned Fulk’s ‘bitter and fearful deeds’, so we shouldn’t accept the legend of the saintly cleric uncritically.21


Geoffrey Greymantle: from Myth to Reality


Despite the documentary evidence and legendary material for Fulk the Red and Fulk the Good, it was Fulk the Good’s son Geoffrey Greymantle who became the first iconic member of the Angevin dynasty. Geoffrey succeeded as count in 960 and passed into legend as a mighty warrior and mainstay of the first Capetian king in France, Hugh Capet. Geoffrey’s relationship with Hugh Capet and participation in the larger affairs of the kingdom are documented, and this connection resonated down the centuries so that Geoffrey became the most important mythic forebear of the Angevins, and every tale whether true or imagined from the Angevin past was attributed to him.22


However, in the Gesta the deeds ascribed to Geoffrey seem almost wholly fantastical and quite distinct from the facts that are known about him. Take the story of how Geoffrey Greymantle got his name. Jean of Marmoutier relates that the Danes invaded Flanders shortly after Geoffrey’s succession as count and laid waste all of northern France, before turning towards Paris. Hugh Capet summoned his nobles to assist him, but before they could arrive the Danish champion, Ethelulf, a giant described as a ‘new Goliath’, arrived at the gates of Paris and challenged the French to send a champion to fight him. Ethelulf defeated and killed every French warrior sent out to meet him, and Hugh forbade anyone else to face the giant. Geoffrey Greymantle was already en route to Paris to respond to the king’s summons when he heard of Ethelulf’s challenge. Travelling in secret, Geoffrey crossed the Seine and met Ethelulf in combat; after throwing the giant from his horse with his lance, Geoffrey took his sword and like a ‘second David’ to Ethelulf’s ‘new Goliath’ beheaded the Dane and gave his head to a miller to take to Paris.


The miller duly delivered the trophy to Hugh Capet and told the king that although he did not know the identity of the giant-slayer, he would recognize him again if he saw him. When all the nobles convened in Paris for the king’s court, the miller recognized Geoffrey immediately, and seizing his tunic of coarse grey cloth told the king that the man in the ‘grey mantle’ was their saviour. Whereupon Hugh Capet decreed that he should henceforth be known as Geoffrey ‘Greymantle’.23 The chronicler’s highlighting of Geoffrey’s coarse, poor clothing portrays the Angevin counts as plain, old-fashioned warriors in the best Roman fashion.


The Gesta then describes Geoffrey’s other military adventures on behalf of the king, and states that he was the king’s standard bearer. Here there is an interesting conflation between two distinct fictional traditions. In the Song of Roland, which was written down around 1100 although it drew on earlier oral tradition, Charlemagne’s standard bearer is stated to be Geoffrey of Anjou. This is patently anachronistic since no source names a count of Anjou in the time of Charlemagne, and certainly not one named Geoffrey. The Geoffrey of Anjou in the Song of Roland is clearly meant to be Geoffrey Greymantle, despite the epic being set two centuries before Geoffrey lived. Was this because Geoffrey Greymantle was Hugh Capet’s standard bearer, and so this epic describing Charlemagne’s court drew on contemporary personalities and offices? Or was Geoffrey Greymantle said by Jean of Marmoutier to be Hugh Capet’s standard bearer precisely because a Geoffrey of Anjou is reported to have fulfilled that role in the Song of Roland? This beautifully illustrates the interplay of fact and fiction that informs early medieval sources.


The Gesta’s other tales are a repetitive cycle of battles in which Geoffrey is victorious in single combat against various enemies, mixed with the usual pious stories that clerics loved, such as the fact that Geoffrey obtained a piece of the girdle of the Virgin Mary and placed it in the church at Loches. The Gesta is also heavily influenced by classical sources, most importantly Sallust. As a partisan of Julius Caesar, Sallust emphasized the importance of new ways of thinking and governing, and how old institutions and rulers could be moribund. This provided a perfect theme for the Gesta, which wanted to show how a dynamic new dynasty of rulers deserved their position because of their noble deeds, rather than a long pedigree. This seems to be the reason for ascribing so many adventures to Geoffrey Greymantle, but there is no evidence for any of them being true. Certainly Fulk Réchin, Geoffrey’s great-grandson who lived less than 100 years after Geoffrey’s death, had very little to say about him in his history of his ancestors.24


But what were his tangible accomplishments? Geoffrey’s activities seem very similar to his father’s; he was victorious in struggles with the counts of Rennes and imposed his will on Nantes, and he also struggled with William Duke of Aquitaine, eventually acquiring the castle of Loudon, which he held as a fief of the duke. This is an example of the ambiguity of the feudal system, since Geoffrey performed homage to William for Loudon, which might be interpreted as an indication that Geoffrey was in an inferior position. Indeed, the contemporary Aquitainian historian Adémar of Chabannes reports that William had defeated Geoffrey and forced him to perform homage. We should think about what this means: Loudon had always belonged to the Dukes of Aquitaine, but now it belonged to Geoffrey Greymantle. Geoffrey’s homage to William acknowledged that he held the castle in return for certain services to William, but it also confirmed his hereditary possession of it. This sounds much more like Angevin expansion than a defeat. Geoffrey’s son Fulk Nerra in turn inherited Loudon and proceeded to annex further Aquitainian territory, namely the Gâtinais and Saintonge, also performing homage to the Duke of Aquitaine for these lands, but it is useful to compare the obligations Fulk owed with the obligations of the Duke’s other vassals. One, Hugh of Lusignan, was required to go on expeditions with his overlord and ask his permission to marry. Fulk did none of this.25


We are still in a very murky period historically, yet we can see how Anjou was growing town by town and castle by castle. Most tangibly of all, Geoffrey probably began the first stone donjon at Loches, stamping Angevin power on the southern border of Touraine. Loches is quite far from Angers and is a demonstration of how wide-ranging Angevin ambitions remained.


Fulk Nerra: the Embodiment of His Age


Geoffrey died in 987 during the siege of Marçon, and the process by which, slowly but surely, the Angevin rulers have emerged from obscurity climaxes with Geoffrey’s son Fulk Nerra, of whom we have a reasonably well-documented life. As Sir Richard Southern remarked in his Making of the Middle Ages, ‘by 987 the family was ready to emerge from its legendary and epic age onto the stage of history.’26 This is not to say Fulk isn’t also the subject of fanciful stories, but the events of his long reign can be outlined with some certainty, even if we can’t fill in the details. This is a somewhat tepid introduction to one of the towering figures of the Middle Ages, a man not so much wreathed in legend as a man who was a legend.


Fulk’s name is one of the most obscure things about him, as he wasn’t dubbed Fulk ‘Nerra’ until the 12th century and no one is quite sure why. In his lifetime Fulk was always called Fulk ‘the Pilgrim’ or Fulk ‘the Jerusalemite’ in reference to his pilgrimages to Jerusalem. The new title was adopted by 12th-century chroniclers when it became necessary to distinguish Fulk from his great-grandson Fulk V, who not only went to Jerusalem but also became its king, but no explanation is given for what the word means. ‘Nerra’ is now always accepted to be some variation of the Latin nero or niger (that is, ‘black’), and in English Fulk is often called ‘Fulk the Black’. Yet even if we accept that it means ‘black’, Nerra seems to be a feminine form.27


I wonder if this might not give us a clue to the term’s origin. In Occitan, which in Fulk’s time was spoken in Poitou up to the borders of Anjou, an area in which Fulk was expanding his power and may have caused considerable fear, the word for black is negra. Moreover, in Occitan – uniquely among Romance languages – ‘o’ is the feminine ending instead of ‘a’, which may have caused some confusion over the correct form to use, and suggests that we seek the meaning of ‘Nerra’ in Occitan rather than Latin. Whatever the origin of the word Nerra, modern historians assume that Fulk was called ‘the Black’ because he was so terrifying: he was ferocious in battle, terrible in his anger and committed horrifying acts of violence. Of course, even if Nerra is a form of ‘black’, the name could just have easily arisen because Fulk had dark colouring rather than red hair like his ancestors, though this seems unlikely since the name only came about long after Fulk’s death.


Kate Norgate, the great 19th-century English historian of the Angevins, adopted a more poetic phraseology and called Fulk the ‘Black Falcon’. Pleasing as that designation is, it seems to me a liberty to equate Fulk’s name in Latin, Fulco, with falco or falcon, especially when the French spelling of Fulk’s name, Foulque is actually cognate with the name of another bird. This is the foulque macroule or coot, but calling a figure of Fulk’s significance, particularly one so bellicose, the ‘Black Coot’ is simply unthinkable!


Yet there is a 12th-century precedent for Norgate’s choice. Fulk V, who by marrying Queen Melisende became King of Jerusalem and caused Fulk Nerra to receive his new name, may well have been called the ‘Falcon’, or possibly the ‘Coot’. Melisende’s sumptuous psalter is in the British Library, and in addition to having a note with the date of her husband’s death in the manuscript, on the beautiful Byzantine ivory panels that bind the psalter the word herodias is carved like a title above an engraved falcon. In Latin the word for coot is usually fulica, but herodias is also sometimes used to mean coot – as well as for heron, stork, owl or gyrfalcon. The psalter is believed to have been a gift from Fulk to Melisende after a period of turmoil in their relationship, and given the proud position of the word herodias on the back cover, as well as the image of a falcon, it is much more likely that Fulk was known as the ‘falcon’ than the ‘coot’.


To return to Fulk Nerra, he is always cited as the epitome of the violent, unrestrained medieval character – furious in war, uninhibited in repentance, liable to excesses of violence followed by equal extremes of piety. Perhaps these traits are an accurate representation of Fulk, yet this is just as illuminating about historiography in the modern world as in the medieval. Historians in the 19th century particularly liked to amplify tales of Fulk’s violence, especially in a highly influential history of the Crusades by Michaud that features an engraving by Gustave Doré showing Fulk haunted by the spirits of those he has slain, prompting his pilgrimages to Jerusalem. Fulk’s terrible reputation became fixed in the 19th century, and now some modern historians casually refer to him as ‘terrifying’ without any enquiry into what lies behind this.


So what did Fulk Nerra do that made him so terrible and respected? Through his military efforts he elevated Anjou from a lesser county into the first rank of northern French powers, and he began at a very early age. Indeed, in keeping with the medieval love of Roman associations, Fulk would definitely seem to warrant the tag of adulescens carnifex (teenage butcher) given to Pompey the Great. Fulk won a great victory against Conan Count of Rennes at Conquereuil in 992 when he was little more than a teenager, and in an age when pitched battles were uncommon occurrences, such a victory enhanced his reputation forever. This is despite the fact that the course of the battle did not flatter his grasp of strategy – the Angevin cavalry fell into a trap, blundering into a concealed ditch filled with spikes, and nearly lost the battle, though they rallied finally to kill the Breton count and inflict great slaughter on their enemies.28


Despite this victory over the Bretons, and after Fulk the Good’s focus on Brittany and Geoffrey Greymantle’s dalliance with Aquitaine, Fulk turned his attention firmly back towards Tours, where he also gained renown for the defeat of the traditional Angevin enemy, the Count of Blois, at the battle of Pontlevoy in 1016. Again, the performance of the Angevins was not entirely convincing: they were completely overwhelmed by their enemies (Fulk himself was wounded and fled) and lost the battle, but in the aftermath when the Blésois had dispersed to pillage the dead, Fulk’s allies from Maine led by Count Herbert Wake-the-Dog appeared and utterly routed the Blésois.29 Yet the circumstances were of little importance to Fulk’s reputation when the facts were so stark, as Anjou’s enemies to the west and east had been comprehensively defeated in the bloodiest fashion.


Fulk then seized Saumur and later, in what seems to us an act of base ingratitude, he imprisoned his old ally Hebert Wake-the-Dog for two years in the castle of Saintes and demanded his homage for Maine.30 This was the opposite of Geoffrey Greymantle’s homage for Loudon: Geoffrey performed homage for a territory he had seized, confirming that it was his in perpetuity, whereas Herbert was now forced to pay homage to another ruler for a county previously free of obligations. William of Malmesbury said that this betrayal of Count Herbert was the sole stain on Fulk’s reputation – a view not taken by any other modern or contemporary historian, who delight in elaborating Fulk’s numerous crimes – though as a chronicler of the Normans writing nearly a century after Fulk’s death, William had never experienced the full fury of Fulk’s aggression. The chronicler of St Florent of Saumur took a different view, saying that Fulk and his son Geoffrey were only just inferior to wild beasts in strength, ferocity and cunning.


Regardless, Fulk’s deeds laid the foundation for future Angevin expansion in every direction. The most important component was the final Angevin domination of Tours. This was by no means inevitable, because after Hugh Capet’s death the new French king Robert II married Bertha of Blois and inclined to the Blésois, meaning Fulk lost the staunchest ally his father had possessed.31 Though Fulk himself did not live to absorb Tours into the Angevin domains, he completed all the groundwork and his son finished the task. Fulk’s battles played their part, but he achieved this most strikingly through a transformation of medieval warfare that had consequences for centuries: the use of castles for aggression rather than defence.


The use of forward bases was not unknown before Fulk, but Fulk is the identifiable figure who turned the defensive stone fortification into a potent weapon against his enemies. Like all brilliant ideas this seems simple: instead of using castles only for defence, Fulk planted them at points he wished to attack, instantly staking his claim and putting enormous pressure on his opponents. Fulk built Langeais (the earliest known stone donjon in the region, which can still be seen32) twenty kilometres from Tours in 994–5, Montrichard in 1005 to threaten the lord of Saumur’s castle at Pontlevoy and Montboyau a few kilometres from Tours in 1017, amongst many others.


It can be difficult to appreciate how innovative Fulk’s strategy was. Castles had sprung up in the 9th century during the Viking invasions when Charles the Bald struggled to defend his kingdom, and churches built with stone taken from the old Roman fortifications were dismantled in their turn to build new fortresses. The existence of so many castles meant that besieging and taking castles had become a vital component of warfare and territorial control. Yet Fulk made the mental leap that if a castle controlled territory around it, why not also build castles on land you wished to control, rather than only on land you already controlled? Fulk’s descendant Richard the Lionheart did something similar when he built Chateau Gaillard, his ‘saucy castle’, which was so close to Paris that it has been compared to a fist thrust in the face of the French king. Fulk’s castle-building activity sealed his reputation as a military genius at an early date: a contemporary called him elegantissimus bellicus rebus (most adroit in military matters33), and when his descendant Fulk Réchin wrote the history of the Angevins around fifty years later, he included a list of the castles Fulk Nerra built as part of his accomplishments. What was most striking to contemporaries was that these castles were built as part of a coherent policy, and Fulk’s flurry of castles set the stage for the moment when Anjou would be in a strong enough position to annex Tours.


The early medieval period is filled with other violent warriors and greedy landowners, but we have illustrations of another side of Fulk’s character: Fulk participated in the unrestrained religiosity of the early Middle Ages. This can seem discordant to the modern reader, but particularly around the millennial year 1000, whatever unsavoury activities a person undertook, a fervent religious devotion was also the norm rather than the exception. Fulk established monasteries and gave his patronage to churches in a conventional medieval fashion, but there is also abundant evidence that he was truly pious when it suited him. His pilgrimages to Jerusalem are the great case in point, as he travelled to the Holy Land at least three times and possibly four. The fact that these pilgrimages were probably motivated – as Doré’s illustration shows us – by his awareness of the horrible crimes he had committed would not have seemed incongruous to Fulk or his contemporaries.


Fulk’s religious exploits also show that in the early 11th century saints were still viewed as inhabiting their shrines personally and being quite particular about how they were treated. When Fulk took Saumur in 1026, he pillaged and burnt everything in the town, not sparing the church of St Florent. He then immediately promised to build the saint a much better church in Angers, and had the saint’s bones put in a boat to be transported. At the point on the river where the boat would have entered Angevin territory it stuck fast and refused to move further, and the monks explained that the saint would not leave his own land. Fulk then built a new church at the spot thus chosen by St Florent, though he decried the ignorance of the saint who refused to be taken to more comfortable surroundings in Angers.34


This kind of casual blasphemy is also part and parcel of medieval religiosity, and indeed Fulk’s favourite oath gives us a precious example of his direct speech and shows how he was characterized: the Gesta begins his biography by saying, ‘Fulk Nerra, who customarily swore “by God’s souls”’, which seems to relate to a mistaken understanding of the Trinity.35 Yet although Fulk’s charters are peppered with references to his fear of hell and his repentance for his terrible temper, the 12th-century Angevin sources preferred to compare him to Roman models and remove inconvenient or embarrassing attributes.36


Suppressing any of the stories about Fulk would be a mistake, since they are wonderful. On his first pilgrimage to Jerusalem in c1002, Fulk received a less than hospitable reception from its Muslim custodians, who demanded a large sum from anyone who wished to enter the city, which meant that numerous impoverished Christians were stranded outside the gates unable to complete their journey. We should note that at this time relations between Christians and Muslims were not especially bad: from 1004–1014 there would be a full-blown persecution of Christians under the Fatimid caliph al-Hakim, who ordered the destruction of the church of the Holy Sepulchre in 1009. The pendulum swung back in 1016 when al-Hakim proclaimed his divinity and substituted his own name for that of Allah in prayers, to the utter horror of his Muslim subjects; he became so estranged from other Muslims that he began to heap privileges on Jews and Christians instead. The drama ended when al-Hakim vanished in 1021, most likely murdered by his sister, though the sect of the Druzes believes he will return.37 Fulk’s first pilgrimage came before these difficulties, and he duly paid the toll for himself and the other pilgrims so all could enter the city.


Next, the custodians forbade the Christians to enter the church of the Holy Sepulchre unless Fulk agreed to urinate on the relic of the True Cross and the tomb where Christ had lain. Despite the outrage this must have caused the Christians, compared with later events this was fairly low-level mischief from the Muslims, who must have scoffed at the idolatry of Christians who revered a piece of wood. Nevertheless, Fulk had the last laugh and bested his tormenters with a stratagem. The Gesta records that Fulk agreed to the condition but, ‘He obtained a ram’s bladder, cleansed it of impurities, filled it with the best white wine and placed it in a convincing place between his thighs. Then, after removing his shoes, he approached the Lord’s tomb, poured the wine over it and was thus allowed to enter freely with all his companions.’ Not only did Fulk visit the tomb, he participated in a miracle when the stone of the tomb grew soft and allowed him to tear out a piece with his teeth and hide it. In addition to the miraculous piece of stone, Fulk also obtained a relic of the True Cross, and founded the abbey at Beaulieu specifically to hold his relics from the Holy Land.38


That Fulk’s pilgrimages were genuine acts of repentance is borne out by his actions on his final pilgrimage: William of Malmesbury reports that Fulk ordered one servant to drag him around Jerusalem by a halter while another scourged his bare back and Fulk cried out for God’s mercy on a miserable sinner. However, there is no denying that pilgrimages also served a political role. When Fulk travelled to Rome around 1007 he wasn’t only visiting the holy sites, he was also petitioning the pope to consecrate the new abbey of Beaulieu that he had built illegally in the territory of Tours.39


These were his acts of piety, but why was Fulk considered so terrible? Slaughtering enemies and waging constant warfare were absolutely typical for rulers of this period – and for a long time after – and despite Fulk’s undeniable success he doesn’t seem the most accomplished warrior of the age. He was one of the most persistent though, and his ceaseless attacks on enemies on all sides as well as his pugnacious castle-building programme do mark him out as a bellicose figure even in a time of perpetual aristocratic conflict. Fulk was also implicated in less savoury episodes, as when the king’s adviser Hugh de Beauvais was murdered while out hunting in 1008, and the assassins fled straight to Anjou, leaving little doubt who was behind the attack. In this case it was Fulk’s treason against the king that was much worse than the murder itself, and such revulsion attended the crime that Fulk quickly sued for peace and performed another pilgrimage to Jerusalem to atone.40


Fulk had notably bad relations with his son and heir Geoffrey Martel, and although this is not unusual in hereditary states, he punctuated them with characteristically hyperbolic episodes. Fulk lived to such a great and active age that Geoffrey Martel was an adult fighting his own battles long before his father died, which could not have been an easy situation. Yet Fulk did give Geoffrey responsibilities, in sharp contrast to what would happen a century later, when Geoffrey Plantagenet and the Empress Matilda fell out catastrophically with Henry I over his refusal to delegate any responsibility to them as his recognized heirs, and even worse consequences followed Henry II’s refusal to delegate sufficient power to his sons in the late 12th century. Geoffrey was active in skirmishes on the border of Poitou with the Duke of Aquitaine, but this was insufficient for his ambitions. When Fulk was away on pilgrimage in 1035, Geoffrey stirred up a rebellion and the count returned to find the gates of Anjou barred against him. Fulk had little trouble suppressing the rebellion, but the punishment he meted out to Geoffrey was terrible indeed, according to William of Malmesbury: ‘Saddled and bridled like a beast of burthen, Geoffrey came crawling to his father’s feet. “Conquered art thou — conquered, conquered!” shouted the old count, kicking his prostrate son. “Aye, conquered by thee, for thou art my father; but unconquered by all beside!” The spirited answer touched Fulk’s paternal pride, and Geoffrey arose forgiven.’41


These stories pale into insignificance, though, compared to an event in Fulk’s career that is unique, and tainted his memory forever: he burnt his first wife Elisabeth at the stake in the year 1000. It is said to be this act that prompted Fulk’s first pilgrimage to the Holy Land.


Fulk married Elisabeth around the time of his accession, and in the usual fashion the marriage was meant to join the interests of neighbouring landowners, as she was the daughter of the Count of Vendôme. After some years she bore a daughter, Adele, and the chronicles all highlight Fulk’s disappointment and need for a son. This was a constant feature of medieval marriage, though Fulk’s method of dissolving the marriage was unprecedented among the greater aristocracy. Interestingly, Elisabeth’s fate, which would seem to be the most lasting stain on Fulk’s reputation and possibly the foundation for the later diabolical legends about the Angevins, has not been highlighted by historians and in most cases has been obscured through further elaboration of the legends. The basis for the story is the Chronicle of St Florent of Saumur, which says that Fulk accused Elisabeth of adultery and burnt her at the stake. From this statement later authors have spun ever more fanciful elaborations.


Fulk’s best biographer, Louis Halphen, claims the text was copied and elaborated by the monks of St Florent from the initial entry in the chronicle of St Aubin.42 However, the meaning of the text in the History of St Florent is not clear, and modern historians have taken this ambiguity as licence either to embellish the story considerably or simply ignore it. Everything depends on how the text is translated, so giving any translation creates an interpretation of the story. The text, as translated by Fulk’s modern biographer Bernard Bachrach, says:





Fulk, the hot-tempered one, killed his wife Elizabeth at Angers after she had survived an enormous fall. Then Fulk burned with fiery flames the same city which was defended only by a few men.43


Bachrach focuses on the details that Elisabeth was killed ‘after a great fall’ and that Angers was ‘defended by only a few men’, and concocts a story that Elisabeth, detected in adultery, seized the citadel of Angers with her supporters, leading Fulk to besiege her, whereupon she fell from the battlements and he then publicly burnt her. He gives no evidence for this elaborate story beyond the brief text cited above.


Halphen bizarrely consigns the episode to a footnote, saying only that Elisabeth died in 1000 ‘in a terrible fire’. In the footnote he says that quickly a legend sprang up to explain her death, as found in the Chronicle of St Florent of Saumur, which is that Fulk burnt her.44 Halphen’s low-key approach was at least partially in response to Fulk’s previous 19th-century biographer, M. de Salies, who not only cited the story but gleefully provided more detail: he says that Fulk publicly accused Elisabeth of adultery, had her solemnly declared guilty by a judge and then burnt her in Angers. Intriguingly he also repeats a variant story that Fulk stabbed her and drove her off a precipice, trying to account for the reference to ‘an enormous fall’.45 Halphen took a dim view of Salies’ work, and perhaps this is why he chose to suppress the story, but it does seem incredible that even the most partial biographer would omit a story like this whether or not he believed it to be a rumour.


Kate Norgate believes Fulk killed Elisabeth for her ‘real or supposed sins as a wife’ by burning her at the stake, and ties this to the universally grim mood in the years leading up to the year 1000 when everyone feared the world would end, which ‘inflamed his fierce temper almost to madness’.46 Norgate too loves to hide stories in footnotes, and in another place she repeats as a separate story a tale from d’Espinay’s Revue Historique de l’Anjou of 1874 that was clearly also derived from this incident, though it is applied to Fulk’s second wife Hildegard. This was that Fulk, seeing a potter working, decided to try his skill and produced a pot that he proudly took home to show Hildegard. As a joke, he presented the pot to her and said it came from ‘the man she loved best’. Taking this as an accusation, Hildegard ‘vowed to disprove it at once by undergoing the ordeal of water, and flung herself out of the window and into the river’.47 The point of the story is that a convent was established at the place where her body came to land, but it shows that this stubborn second strand of the tale keeps returning, and there is the persistent idea that somehow one of Fulk’s wives fell from a high place.


The chroniclers all agree that at around the same time Angers was destroyed in a terrible fire, and Salies acknowledges that although we might like to believe Elisabeth died accidentally, there is no evidence for this, though Halphen accepts it entirely. In the chronicles in which Fulk was said to have killed Elisabeth, the fire that destroyed Angers was believed to be divine retribution for Elisabeth’s execution. We are frustratingly unable to decide definitively what happened, yet it is clear that Elisabeth died in 1000 and there is a consensus that it was in a fire. It certainly may be the case that the monks of St Florent wanted to defame Fulk because they resented his high-handed treatment of their monastery, and it may be that Fulk’s reputation was already so ‘terrible’ that everyone was willing to believe he might have killed his wife. Whether true or not, this does seem to be the basis for the terrible reputation of the Angevins that later led them to be characterized as diabolical, the ‘Devil’s Brood’.


By modern standards this may sound ludicrous, but for an 11th-century figure Fulk is rather well documented and leaves tangible reminders of his presence. It is on a charter of Fulk’s that we find the first surviving princely – rather than royal – seal48, and in Loches and Langeais we have buildings constructed for him. Admittedly in this period we don’t have contemporary portraits, but we do have one vivid image for Fulk Nerra, and this is intimately bound up with his reputation today. Fulk was a popular figure for 19th-century historians, and as mentioned above, to my mind the entire way we see him was determined by a passage in Michaud’s Histoire des Croisades from 1825. Fulk died long before the First Crusade, but when Michaud discusses the origins of the Crusade, he includes a study of pilgrimages. Fulk was unquestionably most famous for his pilgrimages to Jerusalem, and Michaud says:





The count of Anjou, Foulque de Nerra … was accused of having killed his first wife, and of being many times stained with innocent blood. Pursued by public hatred and by the voice of his own conscience, it seemed to him that the numerous victims sacrificed to his vengeance or his ambition issued from their tombs to disturb his sleep and reproach him for his barbarity.49


Much more importantly, Michaud’s history was illustrated lavishly with engravings by Gustave Doré, and one of the most striking is the one showing Fulk Nerra haunted by the spirits of all his victims. Disappointingly (to me, anyway), I truly believe that despite all his accomplishments and his genuinely important place in medieval history, Fulk’s reputation was sealed by Doré’s engraving and it is in this way that everyone still seems determined to see him. A better example of the transformative power of art can scarcely be found, despite the fact that this 19th-century engraving has virtually nothing to do with the real Fulk.


There is one medium in which we do get some sense of a person: the funeral effigy. These were still stylized and made no attempt to represent the person’s features accurately, but as a three-dimensional form they do convey a sense of presence, a sense reinforced through the connection with a tomb. The later Angevins are spectacularly blessed with funerary monuments, and their necropolis at Fontevraud Abbey contains impressive effigies of Henry II, Eleanor of Aquitaine, Richard the Lionheart and King John’s wife Isabella, and Geoffrey Plantagenet’s enamelled tomb in Le Mans is both beautiful and of seminal importance to art history with its preservation of a medieval colour scheme and perhaps pioneering use of heraldry. Needless to say we have nothing for Ingelgarius, Fulk the Red, Fulk the Good or Geoffrey Greymantle, but Fulk Nerra’s tomb provides tantalising possibilities.


Fulk died on the way home from one of his pilgrimages and was interred in his abbey of Beaulieu. His tomb, like so many others, was destroyed in the unrest following the French Revolution, but there is a drawing of the tomb from 1699 that gives us some idea of what it was like, and preserves its epitaph commemorating his pilgrimages to Jerusalem. However, in 1870 a grave was discovered containing some bones and a perfectly preserved skull, which were believed to be Fulk Nerra’s. Perhaps the most fascinating part of M. de Salies’s quite peculiar biography of Fulk from 1874 is his discussion of the discovery of the tomb, where he gives a partial transcript of the inquest and discusses interviews with residents of Loches whose parents lived through the events of the Revolution. The tomb had a classical frieze showing Fulk’s victory at Conquereuil and an effigy showing Fulk looking like a beardless Roman, though M. de Salies believed that the tomb’s characteristics showed it to be a 14th-century reconstruction of Fulk’s original tomb. M. de Salies also waxed lyrical about the skull that was believed to be Fulk’s (this has subsequently been disproved) and subjected it to anthropological analysis, and he unsurprisingly concluded that the skull must have been that of a great and terrible character.50


What, then, should be our final judgement of Fulk Nerra? At the highest level, we cannot disagree with M. de Salies, who states that three people represent the 11th century: their names are mixed in every event, nothing happens without them, nothing is done but by them and their story is, for this period, the history of France: Fulk Nerra, William the Conqueror and Theobald Count of Blois.51 There is no more accurate statement of Fulk’s political centrality to the 11th century, but this fails to identify what makes him such a compelling figure. Fulk Nerra is the first figure in the 11th century who appears to us as a real person with his hopes, fears, faults, victories and defeats. We can see Fulk, however patchily, as an individual who embodied all the trends of his time yet still managed to convey his own personality with all the rough edges later chroniclers would try to polish off.


His foundation of later Angevin success cannot be denied. His grandson Fulk Réchin took an eminently sensible approach when he documented Fulk Nerra’s accomplishments and listed all his castles, a roll call of the places such as Loches, Saumur and Chinon that would still be central to the Angevins four centuries later. Fulk’s domination of Touraine and Maine made the Angevins one of the great powers of northern France, who within another hundred years would claim the greatest prize of all and become kings twice over. Naturally later myth-makers tried to glorify Fulk by suppressing his perceived faults and embellishing his deeds with fabrications, but what is so extraordinary about Fulk is that his true character still emerges, and shows the Angevin characteristics that would serve the family so well for generations. Even if chroniclers sometimes invented stories to emphasize this continuity, it is amply demonstrated that bottomless energy, a terrible temper and red hair were genetic traits shared by the Angevins over the two centuries from Fulk Nerra to Richard the Lionheart.


Fulk’s role as the founder of Angevin greatness was not lost on 12th-century historians, and they were drawn irresistibly to compare him to Henry II, especially as Fulk’s greatest test was against the rulers Odo and Theobald of Blois, while Henry II took the throne only after a lengthy war against the usurper Stephen of Blois. As always, Norgate expresses it best:





The rivalry of Odo and Fulk was a foreshadowing of the rivalry between Stephen of Blois and Henry of Anjou. The end was the same in both cases. With every advantage on their side, in the eleventh century as in the twelfth, in Gaul as in England, the aimless activity of the house of Blois only spent itself against the indomitable steadiness, determination and persistency of the Angevins, as vainly as the storm-wind might beat upon the rocky foundations of Black Angers.52


Fulk Nerra provides a brilliant jumping-off point for a discussion of the Angevins who would rule England because he shares so many of their traits, but for me he is perfect for another reason. As Richard Southern illustrates in The Making of the Middle Ages, Fulk – and Anjou itself – encapsulates all the key trends of the age, and the purpose of this book is to argue that the other Angevins through the ages did the same. Fulk embodied the consolidation of power by local lords into compact independent states; the restless disorder and unrestrained violence in the age just before national monarchies asserted themselves; the overpowering religiosity that drove pilgrims to the Holy Land and penitents to walk barefoot to saints’ shrines; and the impulse that covered first France and then the rest of Europe with the most characteristic medieval building, the castle.53


For all that, Fulk Nerra marks only the beginning of the Angevin adventure, and indeed the beginning of a new period in the Middle Ages when Europe was entirely transformed. My focus on the Angevins won’t distract us from the achievements of their arch-rivals – not the Blésois, who despite their late resurgence under Stephen of Blois were aimless as ever, but the Normans. Fulk’s success had unintended consequences because his expansion into Maine brought his son into collision with Normandy, and if Fulk was the most important figure of the first half of the 11th century then William Duke of Normandy, soon to be called the ‘Conqueror’, was the most important figure of the second half, as the Angevins discovered to their cost.









CHAPTER 2 – ANGEVINS AND NORMANS


THOUGH WE HAVE SPENT a chapter looking at the activities of Fulk Nerra, with hindsight the 11th century was actually dominated by two great events, in neither of which the Angevins acted initially, yet which would shape their future decisively. First was the investiture controversy between the popes and Holy Roman Emperors, over the right of lay rulers to invest bishops with their sees, in which the papacy emerged victorious. Despite the vagaries to which Charlemagne’s successors to the title were subjected, Charlemagne’s legacy ensured that the Emperor still maintained some nominal claim to authority in Europe. The investiture struggle ended with the Emperor’s claim for universal power in Europe destroyed and the foundations laid for a papal ‘monarchy’ that would gather strength over the coming centuries. The investiture struggle was most destructive in Germany and Italy (and it is not a coincidence that it was these regions that remained divided until the 19th century whereas England and France developed into nation-states), but the newly powerful pope would begin to play a much more significant role everywhere in Europe in the coming centuries. The culminating event, which came at the very end of the century and demonstrated that the pope, rather than the Emperor, was the leader of Christendom, was the preaching of the First Crusade by Pope Urban II in 1095. This of course was the second seismic event of the 11th century, and due to the astonishing success of the First Crusade and the foundation of Christian states in the Holy Land, the Crusades became a dominant thread in European society for the next 400 years.


Subsumed within these two events were the great conquests of the Normans in England, Southern Italy, Sicily and the Holy Land, which laid the foundations for kingdoms that would last for centuries or indeed (in the case of England) until the present day. Considering that the Normans were near neighbours of the Angevins, the accession of a warrior as bold as William the Bastard, Duke of Normandy, to the throne of England should have been a catastrophe for the Angevins – and it very nearly was – yet within 100 years the Angevins would conquer Normandy and take the English throne for themselves, plus much more. Angevins also succeeded to the throne of Jerusalem and conquered Sicily/Naples, completing the transfer of power from Norman to Angevin. Though the Normans had played a leading role in the First Crusade, capping what can definitively be called ‘the Norman Century’, the 12th century would in turn be ‘the Angevin Century’ and the Third Crusade cemented their dominance.


Geoffrey Martel: ‘Showing how much an Angevin can excel a Norman’


Both the investiture struggle and the First Crusade came at a particularly difficult time for Anjou, whose uninterrupted rise was about to meet severe difficulties. Fulk Nerra died in 1040 leaving his son Geoffrey Martel to inherit Anjou, and Geoffrey’s reign from 1040–1060 did see the completion of most of the business begun by Fulk Nerra. It also marked the beginning of the Angevin entanglement with the Normans that would have such spectacular consequences, and leaves us at a convenient place to consider the whirlwind of events that would occupy the rest of Europe, while the Angevins sank into relative obscurity for forty years, only to re-emerge at the forefront of European history.


Geoffrey Martel was a belligerent and aggressive figure superficially cut from the same cloth as his father, and contemporaries expected him to add to his father’s achievements, as he indeed did. First though, we should consider his name. We are on much safer ground with Geoffrey than Fulk Nerra, since he used the name ‘Martel’ in his own lifetime and we know that it means ‘the Hammer’, serving as a warning to his enemies, as well as alluding to Charles Martel, Charlemagne’s grandfather and the victor over the Arabs in 747, thus ‘saving Europe’ from Muslim dominion according to Carolingian family mythology. The Gesta relates the story that as soon as Geoffrey was born he was fostered, as noble children always were, but specifically with the wife of a blacksmith near Beaulieu, and Fulk Nerra often visited the forge to see him. This was meant to account for his nickname of ‘Martel’, though this title was fairly common for those who wished to emphasize their credentials as warriors so the story doesn’t really seem necessary. William of Malmesbury, writing eighty years later, also says that Geoffrey took the name Martel in his own lifetime, though he gives his usual unflattering interpretation to this, as below.1


Geoffrey was already a successful commander before Fulk Nerra died. One of his first exploits was typical: he met William the Fat, Duke of Aquitaine, in battle in 1033 and captured him, then kept him imprisoned for three years until he managed to extort the region of the Saintonge from him. William died three days after his release, which says something about the nature of Geoffrey’s hospitality, but it was undeniably effective in a crude way. Geoffrey was much concerned with Aquitaine, and it is said that this infuriated Fulk Nerra, who wished his son to continue his work in Touraine and Maine. Yet perhaps it is not surprising that as forceful a character as Geoffrey wished to make his own way in a new region while his father lived.


Geoffrey achieved a coup in his Aquitainian policy, though he angered his father further, by marrying Agnes, the young widow of William the Fat’s father. William the Fat’s half-brother had become the new Duke of Aquitaine, but Agnes had two young sons and a daughter who might one day succeed to the duchy, and Geoffrey must have been hoping to control its affairs by controlling the children. Geoffrey also incurred the displeasure of the church because he and Agnes were third cousins and considered too nearly related to marry2, but his calculations were correct because Agnes’s two sons did become Duke of Aquitaine and Count of Gascony, though they had no love for their step-father. Geoffrey seems to have gained little from this marriage, though the Angevin domination of Poitou (the county just south of Anjou, centred on Poitiers) in this period marked the moment Poitou switched from the langue d’oc to the langue d’oil, that is from Occitan to French.3


Geoffrey had a high reputation with his contemporaries as a warrior and he was even more aggressive, if not as astute and effective, as his father. In the aftermath of Fulk’s death, Geoffrey’s deeds certainly warranted this reputation, since he completed the annexation of Tours after defeating Theobald III of Champagne and Stephen II of Blois completely at Nouy in August 1044, also capturing Theobald, who gave his full submission. The circumstances of the annexation were part of larger French politics: as the new counts of Champagne and Blois, Theobald and Stephen had rebelled against Henry I of France, who found himself isolated. Duke Robert of Normandy had died in 1035, leaving Normandy in chaos and a beleaguered bastard son to pick up the pieces; Aquitaine was in similar turmoil after several new dukes in succession; and Flanders, Brittany and Burgundy had no interest in the king’s difficulties. This left only Anjou, and in an act of inspired diplomacy Henry dispossessed Theobald of Champagne and granted Tours to Geoffrey Martel.


In Maine, the death of Herbert Wake-the-Dog in 1036 left the county to a minor, Hugh III, and a struggle broke out between Gervais the Bishop of Le Mans and Hugh III’s great-uncle Herbert Bacon for control of the child. Despite the fact that he was already in rebellion against Fulk Nerra, Geoffrey Martel tried to intervene on behalf of Herbert Bacon, but was defeated and Gervais took over the county. However, once he had become count of Anjou and finished with the conquest of Touraine, Geoffrey returned in force and succeeded in capturing and imprisoning Gervais4, and he controlled the county in the person of the young count despite being excommunicated. When Hugh III died in 1051, Geoffrey swept into Le Mans by one gate while Hugh’s widow Bertha fled with her two children through another. Bertha fled to the court of Normandy, confirming that it was here Geoffrey would find his greatest test, but for the moment he was master of Maine.5


It was now that Geoffrey Martel, having so comprehensively defeated Anjou’s old rival the House of Blois, annexed Touraine and dominated Maine, met a new rival, William of Normandy, and began a struggle that defined the rest of Geoffrey’s life. Of course we know what happened in 1066 and this colours everything we think about the conflict, but Geoffrey Martel died in 1060. Although he had no way of knowing his rival’s illustrious future, Geoffrey could certainly see that William was the most powerful enemy he had yet faced. In this struggle, his ally was Henry I of France and the battleground was to be Maine.


Henry I of France was beginning to understand how great the menace that lurked on his border truly was (though he had little idea of how grave the danger would become after 1066), and he chose to continue the alliance with Geoffrey that had proved so fruitful in Touraine. Although their attempts to harass the Normans ended in disaster, the Gesta boldly chooses to ignore this, acknowledging that the Angevins had come into conflict with the Normans over Maine, but saying such things as, ‘In those days, Duke William of Normandy was greatly harassing Herbert, count of Le Mans. Since Martel was Herbert’s ally and protector, Duke William, who later became king of the English, suffered much at Martel’s hands.’6 There is some truth here, because despite various reverses Geoffrey Martel still remained master of Maine in 1060.


Geoffrey is a difficult figure to characterize, falling as he does between Fulk Nerra, one of the most colourful characters in medieval history, and Fulk Réchin, who was the first secular figure to write his own version of events. It isn’t that we don’t know about his deeds, since we can credit him with one of the greatest accomplishments in early Angevin history, the annexation of Tours, along with the annexation of Saintonge and the domination of Maine. Neither was he a mindless warrior, as it is under him that Anjou developed its own chancery. There isn’t even a shortage of anecdotes about him, but these are problematic, and we struggle to disentangle him from the web of legend. What can we say about him?


Geoffrey seems to warrant the adjective ‘terrible’ as much or more than Fulk Nerra because of his penchant for imprisoning people, his rebellion against his father, his opportunistic marriage to the widowed Duchess of Aquitaine7 and his pugnacious approach to his neighbours. The horrors of medieval warfare were not specific to Geoffrey, but the Gesta gives a graphic description of his callousness when describing the Angevins’ complete victory over the Poitevins at Chef-Boutonne: ‘The massacre complete, Martel and his men spent the night peacefully in their tents on the plain. Against the bitter north wind which was blowing, they piled up the dead bodies.’8


Geoffrey is also much discussed by the English historian William of Malmesbury, who relates several very interesting and highly unflattering stories about him, though his credibility is suspect. Malmesbury’s introduction to his discussion of Geoffrey makes it very clear what he thought, as he says of Geoffrey ‘who had boastingly taken the surname of “Martel” as he seemed by a certain kind of felicity to beat down all his opponents’.9 Malmesbury discusses Geoffrey’s capture of Theobald of Blois in the context of his abominable behaviour, and mentions that he took Tours, but seems unaware or unwilling to admit that Geoffrey had been granted Tours by the French king after Theobald’s rebellion.


This is all a preliminary to Malmesbury’s best-known, and most damning, story about Geoffrey. After his seizure of Tours and interventions in Maine, Geoffrey ‘insolent from the accession of so much power’ seized Alençon, which outraged William of Normandy, who besieged Domfront in turn. Geoffrey rushed to raise the siege, and William sent messengers to meet him. In Malmesbury’s description, Geoffrey:





… immediately began to rage, to threaten mightily what he would do, and said that he would come thither the next day, and show to the world at large how much an Angevin could excel a Norman in battle; at the same time, with unparalleled insolence, describing the colour of his horse, and the devices on the arms he meant to use.10


But when the morning came, Geoffrey did not appear, having slunk back to Anjou. Kate Norgate accepted this story entirely, and believed that it told us everything we need to know about Geoffrey’s character, which is what Malmesbury would have intended. As Norgate says,





… he evaded the risk of open defeat by a tacit withdrawal far more shameful in a moral point of view. It is small blame to Geoffrey Martel that he was no match for William the Conqueror. Had he, in honest consciousness of his inferiority, done his best to avoid a collision, and when it became inevitable stood to face the consequences like a man, it would have been small shame to him to be defeated by the future victor of Senlac. The real shame is that after courting an encounter and loudly boasting of his desire to break a lance with William, when the opportunity was given him he silently declined to use it. It was but a mean pride and a poor courage that looked upon defeat in fair fight as an unbearable humiliation, and could not feel the deeper moral humiliation of shrinking from the mere chance of that defeat. And it is just this bluntness of feeling, this callousness to everything not visible and tangible to the outward sense, which sets Geoffrey as a man far below his father.11


This is a striking story that does seem to delineate Geoffrey’s character clearly, but we cannot trust Malmesbury, and Norgate herself views this through the prism of future Norman triumphalism.


Malmesbury was writing Norman propaganda, and even William the Conqueror’s biographer David Douglas takes a very different view. Before 1066 Angevin control of Maine was not seriously contested, and despite Geoffrey’s discomfiture in some skirmishes, he more or less maintained himself against the Normans. This is not consistent with overwhelming defeat or fear of confrontation, but stability. Of course, this is very revealing in its own way: before William the Conqueror, the Angevin story is one of constant steady expansion and the overmatching of competitors such as the Duke of Aquitaine or the Count of Blois. Against the Normans we can only speak of Geoffrey ‘holding his own’, and Geoffrey’s successors fared worse. Still, Geoffrey’s record against William is not as bleak as Malmesbury and Norgate make out.


Malmesbury uses his discussion of Geoffrey to initiate a brief history of the counts of Anjou, and though he is highly complimentary of Fulk Nerra (indeed, as we saw in the previous chapter he presented an account that bears little resemblance to the character we find elsewhere), he uses this as another opportunity to condemn Geoffrey and gives us the story of Geoffrey’s rebellion against his father and Geoffrey having to wear a saddle.12 Norgate accepts this story as she does the others about Geoffrey and bases her analysis of Geoffrey’s character on it. Yet the Gesta, though acknowledging Geoffrey had his critics, reports that when Geoffrey was told that men spoke badly of him because of his aggression, he replied, ‘They do what they are wont to do, not what I deserve; they do not know how to speak well.’13


The middle of the 11th century was a watershed in medieval warfare. Fulk Nerra may have pioneered the use of castles as offensive weapons, but by the time of Geoffrey Martel this tactic had been adopted by his rivals as well. The Normans adopted the new use of fortifications in their struggles with the Angevins, and it was also a factor in the swiftness and completeness of the Norman conquest of England. The first castles in England seem to have been built by Edward the Confessor’s Norman relatives in the mid-11th century, but the custom did not take hold. Orderic Vitalis reports that one of the reasons the Normans conquered England so easily was because ‘there were practically no fortresses such as the French call castella in the land, wherefore the English, though warlike and courageous, proved too feeble to withstand their enemies.’14


The other contemporary development was, as we have seen, the use of the cavalry charge with couched lances. The Bayeux Tapestry shows that the mounted Normans in 1066 were still using their spears in a variety of ways, but it clearly demonstrates that one method was to seat the lance under the arm and use the force of the charging warhorse to give impetus to the blow, which could be made even more effective by having a coordinated group of knights charge together. Within fifty years the Normans would be famous for the unstoppable force of their grouped cavalry charges.


The Angevins also seem to have adopted this method, and an incidental offshoot of this military innovation was the need for teams of knights to practise working together to deliver the shattering charge. This seems to be the origin of the tournament, which in one form or another would become the most popular sport of the aristocracy for the next six centuries. Though it was the Normans who became most famous for the cavalry charge, which played a key role in their conquests of England, southern Italy and in the Holy Land, a fascinating piece of evidence from the Chronicle of St Martin of Tours states that the inventor of tournaments was Geoffrey de Preuilly, a baron of Angers, who died in either 1062 or 1066.15 Sadly the chronicle wasn’t written until the early 13th century and has little credibility, but it would be fascinating to think that the tournament originated in Anjou as a means of training the Angevin cavalry in the new method of fighting invented by their Norman enemies.


The Norman Century


With Geoffrey Martel, we are at the high point of Angevin ambition and success, yet it is almost at this moment that Angevin fortunes took a dramatic turn for the worse. Anjou’s neighbours, the Normans, had become the most dominant force in Europe, and we will spend a significant part of this chapter discussing them. They also form a vital part of the Angevin story because everything they built would eventually belong to the Angevins.


After being so prominent as the horrifying Viking invaders that coloured early Angevin history, the Normans seemed to have settled down in their new duchy, but in fact they were creating a political and military state whose expansion in the 11th century was unstoppable. Although William the Bastard’s disputed succession from 1035–1047 kept Norman aggression focused inward for a time, after 1047 the Normans began to impinge on Angevin designs. This was largely because Fulk Nerra and Geoffrey Martel had completely dominated Maine and now had a border with the duchy. But before that the Normans had already embarked upon the adventures that would see them become a dominant force in the Mediterranean, and indeed in addition to the other factors mentioned above, it was this resurgence of Western Christian power in the Mediterranean through the Normans that gave the First Crusade its impetus.


In the early 11th century, southern Italy was politically fragmented and consisted of independent city-states like Naples, Amalfi and Gaeta; Lombard principalities such as Salerno, Benevento and Capua; and a strong province of the Byzantine Empire centred on Bari that claimed suzerainty over the entire area. Despite the political strength of the Byzantine outpost, the religious influence of Rome dominated much of the region and posed a considerable obstacle to Byzantine hegemony. More importantly, Sicily had long ago been conquered by Muslims, and along with Sardinia, Corsica and certain towns in southern France served as a base for raids on the Italian peninsula.16


The advent of the Normans in southern Italy came before 1018 when a small band of adventurers – returning from a pilgrimage to Jerusalem, according to some stories – either helped a Lombard rebel against the Greeks at Bari, or fought off a Muslim siege of Salerno. Though this did not establish a lasting Norman presence in the area, it did show the Italians the benefits of Norman assistance, and showed the Normans what rewards could be won. Within ten years the Normans were called back to help reinstate the deposed leader of Naples, and in addition to money their leader was granted the hill fortress of Aversa with its surrounding land. This was the first Norman state in Italy, and the new Count of Aversa was quick to intervene in the affairs of his neighbours and provide a warm reception for any other Normans who wished to try their luck in Italy.17


The most famous of these were the twelve sons of Tancred of Hauteville, a minor Norman landowner whose children would change the history of the Mediterranean world. By 1047 Tancred’s elder sons had dominated Apulia and assumed the title of count, and it was also in this year that one of his younger sons, Robert Guiscard (the ‘Wily’), arrived in Italy to transform Norman fortunes.18 Robert Guiscard began his career as a brigand, but he rapidly parlayed this into a more exalted position.


The Normans had become such a force in Italy and also such a threat, that by 1053 Pope Leo IX joined the Byzantines in an effort to expel them from Italy. Leo himself led a combined force to Civitate, but the lords of Aversa and Apulia joined forces, and with the support of Robert Guiscard utterly routed the papal army and captured the pope. Norman supremacy in southern Italy was confirmed, and neither the papacy nor the Byzantines (now thoroughly occupied closer to home repelling constant raids by the Seljuk Turks) had any means of opposing them. Showing the pragmatism that had served the institution for 1000 years, in 1059 Pope Nicholas II decided to ally with the Normans and granted to the lord of Aversa the title ‘Prince of Capua’, and Robert Guiscard (whose elder brother had died) the title Duke of Apulia and Calabria, and ‘in the future, Duke of Sicily’. This gift of territory – which was outside even the nominal control of the papacy – gave the Normans free rein and they were quick to capitalize on their position. Robert Guiscard conquered the remaining portions of Apulia and Calabria, and by 1071 had captured Bari to end 500 years of Byzantine control of the region. It is not coincidental that the pope would approve this, given that in 1054 the Latin and Greek churches finally suffered a breach that could not be repaired.19


The papacy’s alliance with the Normans marked a turning point for that institution. Leo IX’s march against the Normans in 1053 was the action of a local ruler vying for power with local rivals who were his equals. Nicholas II’s alliance with the Normans connected him to this rising European power and gave the papacy greater ambition as well. Soon after, we see the pope extending his Norman connection by blessing William the Conqueror’s expedition to England, and even intervening in Angevin affairs to sanction the deposition of a count (though he quickly backtracked). The popes had some nominal claim to control secular power through their coronation of the Emperor, but this claim had lain dormant for nearly 300 years. With their new allies the popes were prepared to take a more active role, and this early Norman military support evolved through the participation of the Normans in the First Crusade into a religious and political/military tool that would have profound consequences for European history.


Meanwhile, Robert Guiscard’s younger brother Roger had taken an interest in Sicily. Southern Italy and Sicily were the point where the Eastern and Western remnants of the Roman Empire met, with the inevitable tension this caused, and now the rising claims of the papacy and the Norman invasion provided added turmoil. With intermittent help from Robert, Roger had managed to take Messina and establish himself on the island. After Roger assisted in the capture of Bari, Robert Guiscard joined him again and the two managed to take Palermo in 1072, consolidating the Norman hold on the island and creating yet another new state. Roger eventually absorbed southern Italy into a Kingdom of Sicily that was one of the most prosperous states in Western Europe. Sicily also demonstrated the benefits that the peaceful coexistence of Christians and Muslims could bring, as the Sicilians prospered from their participation in the trade of the entire Mediterranean. Thus by the end of the 11th century, the Norman kingdoms of Sicily and England were two of the best organized and most powerful states in Europe, and caused considerable disquiet to their neighbours.20


Fulk Réchin, in his own words


Modern historians have arrived at a consensus about the character of the early Angevins, to the extent that these truisms are repeated by most historians now. Fulk Nerra was a force of nature – wild, violent, successful and given to fits of piety – and he is admired as an iconic specimen of 11th-century nobility and taken as an epitome of his age. Geoffrey Martel inspires no love, and is always presented as cold, unpleasant and second best to William the Bastard. As we have seen, this comes from William of Malmesbury, who couldn’t have had any first-hand knowledge of Geoffrey and was explicitly a Norman apologist, but it is the view that is always repeated. When we come to Fulk Réchin, or in the words of one modern historian of the Normans on his very first mention of him, ‘the repulsive Fulk Réchin’21 – and why ‘repulsive’? – he is usually characterized as odious, but no reason is given. Why does he have this terrible reputation with modern historians? The reasons may lie with his succession to the county.


After a series of such formidable leaders as Geoffrey Greymantle, Fulk Nerra and Geoffrey Martel, it is perhaps not surprising that there must at some point come an ineffective Angevin count. Geoffrey Martel failed in one of the primary responsibilities of a ruler and left no children, though his sister Ermengarde, who was married to Geoffrey Count of Gâtinais, had two sons later to be known as Geoffrey the Bearded and Fulk Réchin. Unfortunately, with the nephews of Geoffrey Martel came not one, but two bad leaders. The Gesta states it most succinctly:





As far as the number and nature of evils which occurred in the county while Geoffrey the Bearded and Fulk Réchin possessed the honour of Martel are concerned, their disclosure is ordered by true history but forbidden by the horror and scale of the destruction. Indeed, I do not know whether it is better for those malefactors if details of their evil accomplishments are omitted or rather whether it does them a disservice to suppress examples of their wickedness.22


Geoffrey Martel seems to have divided his domains between his nephews, and the Gesta states that Martel gave Geoffrey the Bearded Anjou and the Saintonge, and Fulk Réchin received Touraine and Chateau Landon. It seems incredible that Martel would divide Anjou and Touraine after going through so much to unite them, but William the Conqueror would do the same thing with England and Normandy. This may be the reason the Gesta reports the division as it does – it follows the logic that the patrimony goes to the elder heir and any land conquered goes to the younger, even if it is more extensive. Other sources, though, claim that Geoffrey the Bearded received Anjou, Saumur and Touraine, while Fulk Réchin received the Saintonge, which he held as a fief from his brother. We are in the unique position of having a statement from one of the protagonists, and although we may choose whether or not we wish to believe him, Fulk Réchin himself says that Geoffrey Martel knighted him in 1060 when he was seventeen and ‘committed to me the county of Saintonge, with its capital Saintes’23. Fulk says nothing else about the inheritance – which suggests strongly that everything else was in fact left to his brother – and goes on to say that war broke out between him and his brother, which ended with his brother’s imprisonment.


The early relations of the brothers are not clear. The Gesta reports that Fulk led a rebellion against his brother in 1066 and that the Duke of Aquitaine took advantage of this dissension to capture the Saintonge. However, the Gesta’s chronology seems faulty here, and in fact the Duke of Aquitaine attacked Fulk Réchin first in 1061. Although with Geoffrey’s help the Angevins defeated a Poitevin army in 1061, in 1062 Saintes fell to Aquitaine and Fulk Réchin lost his inheritance. Geoffrey the Bearded does not seem to have helped Fulk during the second attack, and an alternative view suggests that Fulk’s bitterness over this was what led him to revolt a few years later.24


Fulk Réchin’s name is sometimes translated as Fulk ‘the Quarreller’ (more on that below), but Geoffrey the Bearded in his short reign seems to fulfil this designation equally, as he had a genuine talent for alienating people. Geoffrey immediately fell foul of the clergy in Maine, to such an extent that the bishop of Le Mans complained to the pope, who threatened Geoffrey with excommunication. Geoffrey then compounded his religious difficulties in 1064 by demanding that the newly elected abbot of Marmoutier receive his investiture from the count’s hands. We have already seen that the conflict over lay investiture had rumbled through the 11th century and would soon rip Italy and the Empire apart, and fatally undermine the Emperor’s pretensions to universal authority. Although lay investiture was still practised, Marmoutier had been specifically exempted from comital control in a charter of Geoffrey Martel’s from 1044. In the midst of this dispute the canons of Le Mans had to elect a new bishop in 1065, and to Geoffrey’s fury chose the Norman Arnaud, a sign of waxing Norman power. Geoffrey tried to block the election and the Cenomannian clergy complained once again to the pope. The pope ordered Barthelmi, the Archbishop of Tours, to consecrate Arnaud immediately and Geoffrey furiously attacked the archbishop’s property. Barthelmi wrote to the pope again, calling Geoffrey ‘a new Nero’ who surpassed all his predecessors in impiety, and with papal support excommunicated Geoffrey and forbade all bishops, especially the bishop of Angers, to have any contact with him.25 This alone would be sufficient reason for a cleric, particularly one like Jean of Marmoutier whose monastery was involved, to condemn Geoffrey as a monster of wickedness.


It is instructive to look at how the Gesta presents Geoffrey the Bearded, since this is the primary source that modern historians use. The section on Geoffrey consists of five pages: the first paragraph is the one quoted above about his legendary wickedness, then four pages follow detailing how badly Geoffrey treated the monks of Marmoutier. The section finishes by stating that Geoffrey was deposed by Fulk Réchin and placed in miserable captivity for more than thirty years, concluding piously that this is what happens to people who oppose God’s will. A biography that highlights Geoffrey’s oppression of Marmoutier particularly and then describes him as the worst ruler since Nero leaves us with very little to go on. Geoffrey clearly did have problems with the clergy, but we are left knowing almost nothing about him other than that he was deposed by Fulk Réchin. He is an example of the historical figure characterized and caricatured by a single primary source, leaving later historians nothing to say except to repeat the slanders of contemporaries and leave it at that.


Geoffrey found himself in a desperate situation by the end of 1066 and Anjou might have been at the mercy of its hostile neighbours, especially the Normans, but we know William the Conqueror (as we can now call him) had taken a far larger prize than Anjou, one that would occupy him for the rest of his life. Closer to home there was someone willing to take advantage of Geoffrey’s troubles, and Fulk Réchin seized Saumur early in 1067. At this moment a papal legate arrived and convened a council of bishops, which upheld Geoffrey’s excommunication and seemed to give support to Fulk Réchin’s budding coup. Bolstered by this support, Fulk marched on Angers, and thanks to the support of Geoffrey’s leading vassals took Angers and imprisoned his brother. We need no further evidence of growing papal power in the 11th century than the pope’s apparent support for deposing the count of Anjou so soon after giving his blessing (and a papal banner) to the Normans who conquered England. However, Pope Alexander II realized the implications of excommunication becoming synonymous with deposition, and ordered Fulk to reinstate Geoffrey. Fulk agreed and restored Geoffrey as count due to this clerical intervention.26
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